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__ _Composing written text in an educational context

students and teachers in struggles between convention

and  choice, resulting frequently in the negotiation of compromises

with which neither teachers -nor students _feel comfortable. The .

linguistic traditions of a discip!ine are powerful determinants of

the nature of the language in which students are expected to .

conceptualize the evidence

of the discipline, and to express their

B *— g ————  ——

concepts in written text. Students learn discipline-specific -

linguistic conventions that are conceptual frames for intuited, - -

r common sense responses. This chkanges what is signified

personal, o

by the language, shifting it from the realm of personal or even

common -knowledge-into the more rarefied and authorized realm of.

discipline-specific knowledge. At the same time it allows for an

integration between what is auvthorized and what is intuited, between

convention and choice. I1f the relationship between convention and-

choice can _be viewed dialectically, the tension between them can be a

struggle toward iinquistic growth. Examples from students show that

conventions are frequently perceived by students and teachers alike

as constraints. To make academic language more accessible to

students, teachers should evaluate their linguistic conventions and

discard those *hat no longer serve a useful purpose. (SRT)
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() Writing as a Thought Process{ Site of a Struggle

b= Sharon Hamilton-Wieler
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o Whenever we wrlte, for whatever purpose, we locate ourselves in an arena

E ; - LI C - _ _ - -

Lad of cho1ces circumscribed by the structures of convention, Confronting these
choices within the expectatlons of various conventlons, we struggle to
transform our rhetorical intentions to written text. Although this tension is
an inescapable feature of all writing, aaapb;ié{g uritten text in an educational
context eh§ ges oth students and teachers in very particular struggles between
convention and ch01ce, reSultxng frequently in the negotlatlon of compromlses
with which neither teachers nor students feel comfortable.

The tension exists at many levels. In its broadest sense, convention
determines not only what is sayable or what is writable in any given context,
but also what is thinkable. The linguistic traditions of each §ciib'bi
d1sc1p11ne, by which I mean the nature of the language in wh1ch the Ebhéébts of

‘ the dlsc1p11ne a;e artlculated, are powerful determlnants not only of the
manner in whxch teachers and textbooks present the SubJeCt in classrooms, but
also of the nature of the language in which students are expected to
conceptuallze the evidence of the dlscxpixne, and to express their cohbépté in
written text.

I am remxnded for example, of Julia, an elghfeen year old g1r1 studylng
hlstory of art in the upper sixth form of a comprehen51ve school in soﬂth
London . Hav1ng been asked by her teacher; Mrs Cﬁ?iétéﬁﬁef; to write her
responses to a slxde of Man Ray's cdmeesxtlon, "The Gift" (an iron studded on
the solé-plate with nails), she BEB&ﬁées the following text:
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The Iron

Once upon a time there lived an iron

- The Gift could be a gift given to someone to hurt them but
there seems to_be no relevance_ here. :

- Perhaps the artist has made the gift a decorative item
(like a painted road cone) to give to the public, thereby
confusing them, making statements about the receiving of

his work, etc.. . o : : o
__The symbol that 'iron' gives is a useful one. Iron- Ironing-
housework?? = housewife ??? equals non-creature consumer

goods = functionalism. - - S

- Metaphorical ironing ?? - taking the creases out of things

but contradicting by putting nails in it: Perhaps this is how -
that artist sees the public. (Julia, March 22, 1985)

We can see in this text verbal traces of Julia's mind racing in several

directions, as she tries to find her way into a meaningful response to Man
ﬁii'é “The Gift." Mr. Christopher's instructions to the ciass had been, in
part, to

'write what_it_says to you: I want you to consider what
is the difference between thinking about it and writing .
about it: The object triggers off referential paths that.
have to do with your own experiences. I want you to trace

those referential paths."

biéﬁiﬁé upon her eiperiehtiai and ihtéitéituil Eﬁééiéééé; Julia esiabiishe§ tﬁé
Eiciive woriﬁ of a nail-studded iron with her iﬁé;éduciory "Once upon a timé,"
ané speculates upon the artist's iEééﬁéiSh in creaiing the compo;itibh. She
then proceeds to establish a syntacto-semantic relationship among "ironing,"

“housewife;" "non-creature consumer goods," and "functionalism," seeking to

relate her experiences with irons to her growing awareness of some concepts of

art history. She concludes with an interesting distinction between symbol

functioning as a metonymic icon or sign (iron - ironing - housework) and symbol

functioning as metaphor ("ironing 72 - taking the creases out of things.:::)-:

This text does not function, nor was it inténded by teacher or student to

fﬁééé?&ﬂ, as a demonstration of léarning, of what Julia knows of authorized
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readings of dada art, but rather as a way into or means of learning, a4 way into

understanding through a?tiéulitiﬁg her personal recsponses to a barticuiﬁ work

of art. When asked to read it aloud in class, Julla declined, as did all but

one of her classmates: Why? She told me after class:

It dxdn t seem - well it really isn L sophxstlcated en0ugh
for this class - not at che right_level - too basic ...the

language, the 1deas, the overalt concept - it just d1dn
seem to fit - you know — the level of conceptualization ot

the class.

In Julla s v1ew, what is thinkable and what is wrltable in hlstory of art

art hxstory Lextbooks and by her teacher. She 1ntu1t1veiy feels there is

somethlng flawed in the degree of authorxty accorded to the powerful

determlnants of art hlstory conventxon, and interprets the situation as a two-

sided battle between authorized traditions and personal responses, between
convention and choice: She writes in the journal she has been keeping:

In hlstory of art, examlnlngs seem_to. requxre a partxcular

attitude, and to questlon this would confuse the issue and

me... I feel as though I'm not_ reaiiy sure uhat to do, to

ignore all personal contradlctxng feellng and learn, parrot

fashion; what the examiner requxres does seem a little

soulless, but to._ _try, thh what llttle experience I-have,

to_argue around a point only conducted on a personal

feeling seems a little stupid.
Bﬁ{-iﬁg one of our discussions about writing in Hiéébr}i of art, her
teacher, Mr. Christopher, addres<es the same struggle between convention and

choice:

How do_you. put into uords the dynamlcs of the relatlonshlp
between a 1arge black square and a tiny red square; for _
example? The relat;onshlp is so much greater than language

can convey...what the students must do is make manifest

what happens in a glance by expanding that experience into

a descrlptlon...and there's a huge gulf between_ thexr

experiernce of a pa1nt1ng and the. [appropriate]. presentation

of ideas...the exam assumes an expectation of the nature of

the sort of criticism involved - as though there is an



absolute...a right way and a wrong way to read a

painting...there is some opportunity for individual

interpretation within a contemporary context on the exam,
but I doubt whether a student can_be entirely honest in a
personal reaction...so I find myself in a dilemma - do you

allow for individual interpretation or demand a common
understanding. ;
What I try to aim for is a move toward a common

understanding. . They need... to know the artist's
intention...a student reading of a painting could be naive
or sophisticated but they'll get a lower mark if it's out
of line with the artist's expressed intention.

We're restricted by trying to get them to pass an
examination...it encourages pat; glib reactions...and

therefore stultifies concept development....l feel what I'm
doing helps develop individual perception, but I sometimes
feel it's restrictive.

We see that in response to his dilemma, to the conflict between Feli

response and authorized response, between choice and convention, Mr;

Christopher negotiates a rather awkward compromise, moving his students away

from their individual, idiosyncratic reactions in the direction of what he

refers to as "a common understanding" - the response authorized by tradition:
This compremise is reflected in the writing he assigns his students. Of the

twenty writing tasks in upper sixth form history of art, only two focussed on

perssnal rceponse composed in the expressive mode of Julia's "The Iron."

Although Wr. Christopher realizes the value of this kind of writing for helping

students to explore their personal responses o works of art in relation to
their éibbihg‘Uhaéiétéﬁ&iﬁg of art history, he is reluctant to eagage them in

this type of writing task more often. His reasons show how, in his case as in
the case of many other teéchété iﬁ all diséiblihéé; conventions function to
circumscribe and constrain choices:

1. it is Aot the Function of writing which has been traditionally
valued by examiners or required on examinations.

2. it is not a function of writing which formed a part of his educational
background and which he feels comfortable using.

o




3. under pressures of time, it does not seem to be the most efficient
means of processing information; moreover, it takes time away from _
other activities which are essential to completing the history of art
syllabus.

Students and teachers of English are confronted with a struggle betusen

convention and choice similar to that articaiated by Julia and Mr. Christopher
in history of art. Lin&i; an éiéﬁiééﬂ year old studying English in the Uﬁber

sixth form of the same ééﬁﬁ?éﬁéﬁéivé school in south London, writes in her
5ournai:

I find getting across what I think and fecl in English very
hard. When talking about poems, for example T.S. Eliot's

poems, it is very difficult to_convey the meaning they
give.. To account- for the different impressions that you

gain from a poem is very difficult, because how can you

explain what the poem makes you feel? It's just an overall
impression.

Yet Linda is very effective in elaborating upon her reactions to Eliot's

poems orally to her teacher and classmates. The tension she describes above

exists in articulating her responses in institutionally authorized written
text, in héébtiatihg a comfortable fit or integration between her

snceptualizations and formulations of her personal responses and the

conventionalized conceptualization and formulation 5f literary response as it

has been traditionally portrayed in English classrooms. in English, as in ail
éi;éiiiiﬁés; students’ exposure to printed text is E?ééuentiy limited to
finisﬁeé broéucté. Eo% the most Biii éﬁé} Eave limited or no access to tﬁe
struggles and choices involved in conceptualizing and formulating the text: As
iitérary éiiéié; féiii Eagieibn; péihis out:

The text does not allow the reader to see how the facts it

contains were selected, what was excluded; why the facts
were organized in this particular way, what assumptions
governed t!is process, what forms of work went into the
making of the text, and how all of this might have beea
different (1983, p.170).
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Mys> i“};iiot.' Linda's English teacher; is very aware of the téhéiéﬁ between
conveny ;on gh& choice in Ebiﬁpégihé Qritien text in response to a iiiéi‘éiy work.
She exp, #5583 hex perception of the rension during one of our many talks about

w?iE’iBQ £0 2 schyol E'om’ein

@:‘?;t essays ééhuihéii? want [Eﬁéiéigﬁéehig‘] oplmoﬂ, butlt

d%e5 agygyme chat it will be a considereq, thought=through

oyiﬁibn,,férﬁéa from_standing at the far side of the book,
8Nd joqging back Over it and thinking aboui the whole
thing. perhaps we don't give them enough time - perhaps we
shoyld ;ive them the egsay while they're still uncertain,
While they're still working thr es|

ough their response.
Thiss OF colrge, is “9BL Mr. Chriscopher uas actempiing to do with his in-

class wi;iiﬁé task on Man ﬁay's "The Gift." Linda and Mrs: Elliot in Ehéiigh

and juiié and g . Christopher in history of art are converging from &'ightly

differiy, PETspectjves upon & view of writing as the site of a struggle - the

strugglg £0 Tesolyg the dissonance petween each indjvidual's personal

con§Eru§ci°“ 5{:‘ the world and the yjew of the ﬁ&i‘id cbn\}éﬁéi&ihaiiy authorized
by the q;#tOurss of particular subject areas, and; in a broader sense, the
discoury, of educayjonal ihiﬁitﬁéibhs.

I ;béni a ful) year observing wr, Christopher’s sixth-form history of art

class ang MrS. gilje's English clags in Tiera Glen School in London; as well

as a biajp8Y Class; a sociology class, a history class; and a geography class.

During tyg C%Urse of that year, 1 explored the manngr in which written text
emerges ¢,O" the ¢)zssroom (and wider) contexts, talking extensively with
teachers 40! Studengs, asking twelve students to record their perceptions of

their weg 308 develgpment and their responses to their writing tasks in

,,,,,,,

journals  30Vestigyring teacher-stygent ihtéiéttiBEg, specifically those in
“hich teg Me¥S try 1o enable Students to transform information; knowledge, and

understag:‘d';;ﬁé to Vgitéen text, and looking at the texts themselves.



It is a rare brioiiégé to be able to Siéﬁé such an amount of iimé
observing the 3ay to day classroom interactions of six teachers and their
students. { had virtually complete access to the arena of struggle in which
students are positioned with respect to writing in ths educational context, a

§i}6§§i§ exacerbated by iﬁe §pécifit i-iévél context, wherein ;i;éihé funciions
uiiiﬁiieiy to demonstrate to an unknown external examiner the exient of
discipline-specific information; knowledge, and understanding a student has
acquired and can articulate coberently and conventionally in written texts

Not only in English and history of art did students express their
perceptions and frustrations concerning the difficulties of integrating their
continually changing, continually growing construction of the world with the
tdnveniiOﬁaiiy authori zed linguistic and conceptual structures of discipline=

I hear Kate's uncomplaining, realistic assertion in history class that

I could have brought more in [to the Parnell essay] but it

wouldn't have been much good because it is; at the moment,
doing work for the exam, and that's it. We're not working
at things you're especially interested in.. We're working
at the sort of questions which are likely to come up. If

we have a special interest in something that isn't likely

to come up; what's the point in using time on it7...it's an
intermediate phase - not somethiing o enjoy, buc working

towards an exam

and Christine, who, after attempting to integrate her own voice more

assertively into the conventional discourse of EiEEé?}; sighs in frustration:
Possibly I'm fussing too mach about trying to

adopt an interesting style, when at this stage I

should just have a structure and try to stick all
the facts into it as quickly and as neatly as I

can,

I hear Vernon's commeniLs on the degree of ;Bééifiéiii required in

scientific discourse, and the extent to which he feels his choices at the



syntactic level are arBiErariiy; and somet imes unnecessarily, constrained:

aaalt 1s no use sayxng The partlcles pass through the

holea in the membrane;" you have to say '"the molecules
dlffuae across the semi-permeable cell wall." The first

sentence is too vague and apparently open to

misinterpretation even though I personally would understand

exactly what I was trying to ;ay.

In rééb"onéé; Mr. Fox in biology and Mr: Goodman in sociology wou d Suggest that

dlsc1p11ne-spec1f1c d'scourse conventions actually generate thoughts that, as

Patricia Bizzell writes in her récent article, "What Habﬁéné When Basic

Writers Come to College?", would not be accessible without the conventions,

(Bizzell, 1986).

I recall one particular biology class when Barbara began an answer with

the words "The fish diffuses salt iﬁté;;;"

"No! No' No'" 1nterJe§ted her teacher, Hr. Fbx;f "A fish cannot
diffuse salt_ lntoiit§elf... Your statement is biologically wrong.
The way I worded it expresses a physlcal principle. You get your

answers wrong not because you don' t understand the concept but

because you get the language wrong.,"

Now here's the critical bit:

"1s your understandlng dlfferent dependxng on whether you use your
phrasing or mine? The examiner will think so"

it i3 éviaént here that ﬁi. Fda views the conventions of hibibéiéal di;éédréé
not just as syntactic correspondences to semanttc 1ntenttons, but as cogn1t1ve,
conceptual 6r§anizers, and possxbly even determinants of semantic lntentlons.
A similar event 6tturred in §6bi616§} class when Students considered that
the perceptions they articulated in what they referred to as "common sense"
ianéuaéé, were edﬁill} valid féf written examination responses as those
articulated in what they called “sociological language.” What follows is a

fragment of discussion between Mr. Goodman, the sociology teacher, and Steve,

one of his students:



Mr. G: The first seCt1ou is 952 interpretive. ;@;Reisgre that

theoretically that's uhere you score. You have

to.....marshall all the theories; cite relevant, concrete,
empirical material,..

Steve: How m I gonrla actually eﬁploy some of that stuff wlthout comlng

across as being common-sensical?

Mr. G: Certalnlg 1n the past people have dealt wlth these sorts of
questions in a very common-sensical way; and then afterwnrds,
when. we say, "Hell, you should have.,..referred to 'cultural

spec1f1c1ty 'historical specificity" and they've said “aAh, I
didn't think of that"

In a pragmatic sense, Mr. Goodman is suggesting that sociological

termlnology whlch represents socxologlcnt concepts or modes of c1a531f1catlon,

such as 'cultural spec1f1c1£? 8nd h:storlcal Spec1f1c1ty,i function as

héﬁribties which prompt further Soc1°loglcal analySIS. From that Eé?ébééEiVé;

the discourse of the discipline has the potentlal to enable students in that

most critical area of comﬁbéihé: drawing upon their internal resources of
khoﬁiedée ahd understandlng, and transform;ng that knowledge and understandlng
to written text. By uslng the llngulstlc conventionsg of the dlsc1p11ne, what

Janet Emlg refers to as the root metaphors and 'organlzatlonal paradlgms,

(Emlg, i983) such as 'social OrdEP soc1a1 change; and socral

differentiation’ as conceptual 'ﬁinééré;i students can more readily apply their

tacit and intuitive 'common s€nse' knowledge to Sociologically authorized modes
of 'Cbh'cébtuallzmg the evidente of the discipline: To return to Mr. Fox's

question of whether what is sPoken abour changes in some crucial way depending
on the terms of reference or §iénifiers used, Mr. Coodman implies that a more

comprehensxve, more focused and deeper response will result from usihé

socxolog1ca1 langu age. If so» it would appenr that using d1sc1p11ne-spec1f1c

lxngulstlc conventlons as conCeptual hangars for 1ntu1ted, personal, or

' common sehsei respoﬁses does change what is slgnlfled, shlftlng it from the

realm of personal or even 'common’ knowledge into the more rarefied and

10
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authorized realm of discipiihé;spécific Rnowledée - at the same time that it
allows for an ihtégrition between what is éutﬁorizéd and what is intuited,
between convention and choice.

This relationship between convention and choice is critically éiffé?éaé
from the -elationship with which I began the discussion. We are still in the
arena; still struééiiné with thoiéés, but the view of that arena which I would
now like to offer is defined rather than éébfiﬁéd by the structures of
tonvéntion. If the ret;tlonshrp between convention and cholce is percelved as

dlchotomous, e1ther in terms of one or the other, or pedagoglcally sequenced so

that conventlons need to be mastered before choices can be made, the resultant

tension is iikeiy to be a struggle of frustr;tioh, wherein teachers and
students are forced to negotlate nncomfortabte compromlses. as we noted in Some

of the precedlng discussions: if however, the relatlonshxp is percelved as

dlalectlcal, the resuttant tension can be a struggle tovards llngulstxc growth.

Bizzell describes the discourse of the academic community as "a convention-
bound discourse that creates and organtzes the knowledge that constitutes the
community's world v1ew." (Blzzelt 1986, p;2¢7); The discourses of the other
1anguage communlttes in which our students dwell - their homés, théir
reighbourhood, their interests or hobbies such &s team sports or music lessons
- similarly create and organize the knowledge that constitutes each community's
vorld view, and, in the best of all bogsible worlds, combine and integrate and
inform eath other as students deveioi their own é;erging construCtions of the
world in which they live. Such integration however, is neither automatic nor
easy for ﬁiﬁ} of our students; and clashes frequentii occur, baitiéulérly when

there is tremendous dissonance between the dlscourse conventxons of the

academic community and the discourse conventions of the students' other

language communities.

NM
fd |
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As a profession, for over two decades we have been addressing this

problem, che problem of helping our students to integrate U eivr broad, tacit

knowledge of wider communities of discourse conventions with discipline-
specific discourse conventions in order to broaden their range of language

choices in their written text. As a profession; we have a lot more to do. As

we have seen from the examples given esrlier; conventions are frequently
perceived by students and teachers alike as constraints. What needs to be done

is for these linguistic cenventions to be looked at critically by teachers wko

use them to carry the burden of conceptualizing the evidence of their
respective disciplines. Those which no longer serve a usef:. purpose, which

have become, in Harold Rosen's words, "stultifying and irksome" (Rosen; 1976)

should be discarded and replaced. Those which have "been perfected to éﬁssdy
I T Tt *,,,,:;,  Bmces . iB9E - - B
rational thought, ultimately at its highest level" (Rosrn, 1976) should be made

accessible to students in order that they may feel at eéase in the registers

» - -3 — g3 — —

which denote the intellectual-linguistic aspécts of the discipline: Harold

Rosen, writing of the role that the language of schools and rextbooks plays in

offers the unique opportunity for access to new kinds of
language._ Here the_ pupil will be confronted with - ,
verbalized thought on a systematic and ordered basis. This
will probably be his only chance, certainly his main
chance, of acquiring the language and thought of impersonal
observation and description, generalization and o
abstraction, theories, laws, the analysis of events remote
in time or space, argument and speculations The concepts
vhich make all this possible are embodied in special
languages ‘and sub-languages: The. more deeply a subject is
penetrated and understood the further its language grows

from the currency of every day speech and from personal
literature: _In_the effort to master it we 1ift our
thinking towards it and as our thinking develops we use the
language with greater confidence aad purpose. Its.

potential is enormous and there are discoveries_and
fulfilments to be met in our struggles to master it.

(Rosen, 1986, p.107).

P | |
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